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Memorandum on Helping Schools End Social Promotions
February 23, 1998

Memorandum for the Secretary of Education

Subject: Helping Schools End Social Promotions

The linchpin of our efforts to strengthen pub-
lic education has been to raise standards and
expectations for all students. As a result of State
and local efforts, and with the support of Goals
2000 and other Federal education programs, stu-
dents in every State in the country are beginning
to benefit from higher academic standards and
a more challenging curriculum.

If our efforts to promote higher standards are
to lead to increased student achievement, the
standards must count. Students must be re-
quired to meet them, and schools must provide
each student with adequate preparation.

At present, too often standards don’t count.
Students are passed from grade to grade often
regardless of whether they have mastered re-
quired material and are academically prepared
to do the work at the next level. It’s called
‘‘social promotion.’’ For many students, the ulti-
mate consequence is that they fall further and
further behind, and leave school ill equipped
for college and without the skills needed for
employment. This is unacceptable for students,
teachers, employers, and taxpayers.

That is why I have repeatedly challenged
States and school districts to end social pro-
motions—to require students to meet rigorous
academic standards at key transition points in
their schooling career, and to end the practice
of promoting students without regard to how
much they have learned. As every parent knows,
students must earn their promotion through ef-
fort and achievement, not simply by accumu-
lating time in school.

This is especially important in the early
grades, where students must acquire a firm
foundation in reading in order to learn other
subjects in later grade levels. Students should
not be promoted past the fourth grade if they
cannot read independently and well, and should
not enter high school without a solid foundation
in math. They should get the help they need
to meet the standards before moving on.

Neither promoting students when they are
unprepared nor simply retaining them in the
same grade is the right response to low student
achievement. Both approaches presume high

rates of initial failure are inevitable and accept-
able. Ending social promotions by simply hold-
ing more students back is the wrong choice.
Students who are required to repeat a year are
more likely to eventually drop out, and rarely
catch up academically with their peers. The
right way is to ensure that more students are
prepared to meet challenging academic stand-
ards in the first place.

Schools must implement those proven prac-
tices that will prepare students to meet rigorous
standards the first time. Schools must provide
smaller classes, especially for the most disadvan-
taged students. They must be staffed with well-
prepared teachers. Schools should use specific
grade-by-grade standards and a challenging cur-
riculum aligned with those standards. They must
identify those students who need extra help
early on, and provide it immediately. There
must be after school and summer school pro-
grams for students who need them. The entire
school staff must be accountable for results, and
must work together as a team to achieve them
for every child.

If steps such as these are taken in every
school as part of an overall effort to require
students to meet academic standards, we would
see a dramatic rise in student achievement and
a decline in student retention rates. My Admin-
istration must help States, school districts, and
schools take these steps.

A growing number of States and school dis-
tricts is responding to the challenge of ending
social promotion. A recent study by the Amer-
ican Federation of Teachers shows that seven
States now require school districts and schools
to use State standards and assessments to deter-
mine if students can be promoted at key grades.
We must encourage more States to take this
step.

Chicago has also ended social promotions, and
instituted a program that provides after school
programs for students who need extra help and
mandatory summer school for students who do
not meet promotion standards. In Cincinnati,
student promotion is now based on specific
standards that define what students must know
and be able to do. The standards are designed
to prepare students to pass the State’s ninth-
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grade proficiency test. My Administration’s pro-
posal to establish Education Opportunity Zones
in high poverty urban and rural communities
will help more local school systems take these
and related steps to help students meet chal-
lenging standards.

As more States and localities move to end
social promotions, we must help them design
and implement approaches that will succeed.
Therefore, I am directing you to take the fol-
lowing actions within 6 months:

1. Produce and Widely Disseminate Guide-
lines for Educators and Policymakers on Effec-
tive Approaches to Ending Social Promotions.
Drawing on the lessons from research and prac-
tice, these guidelines should provide educators
and policymakers with practical advice on how
to design and implement policies that require
students to meet academic standards at key tran-
sition points before being promoted. The guide-
lines should help schools:

• implement strategies that will prepare all
students to meet the standards on time;

• end the use of remedial strategies that have
been shown to be ineffective;

• provide students who do not meet the
standards with immediate and effective
extra help—such as after school tutoring
programs and summer school—so they can
be promoted on time;

• implement effective interventions for stu-
dents who must be retained; and

• make appropriate use of tests and other
indicators of academic performance in de-
termining whether students should be pro-
moted.

2. Help States and School Districts Use Fed-
eral Education Resources to Implement Effective
Practices. The Department of Education should
develop a plan to inform States, school districts,
and schools how Department of Education pro-
grams and resources, such as Title 1, Goals
2000, the 21st Century Schools Program, the
Comprehensive School Reform Program, and
others, can be used to implement the rec-
ommendations in the guidelines described
above.

Together, these initiatives can help ensure
that our students receive a solid foundation in
the basic skills of reading and math, and master
advanced subject matters as well. They can help
improve the quality of teaching and learning
in our schools, and ensure that students who
need extra help get it without delay. They can
help strengthen our public schools by raising
standards, raising expectations, and restoring ac-
countability.

WILLIAM J. CLINTON

Remarks at the Democratic Governors’ Association Dinner
February 23, 1998

Thank you very much for that wonderful,
wonderful welcome. Thank you, Governor
Rossello, for your remarks and your leadership.
It’s good to see you and Maga here. And let
me say it’s a great tribute to you and to Gov-
ernor O’Bannon and Judy O’Bannon and the
other Governors here that this is the most suc-
cessful DGA fundraiser in history. Thank you.
And thank Katie Whelan and all the staff; you
did a wonderful job tonight.

I’m delighted to be here with all the Gov-
ernors and a lot of former Governors who came
back to see me. We all had our pictures taken
together—ex-Governors. And I began to think
about the ‘‘ex’’ thing. [Laughter] I don’t know
how many of you saw the wonderful movie

‘‘Amistad,’’ but it’s a fabulous movie. But I went
to the Washington premier, and I was sitting
back in the audience and Anthony Hopkins, who
is a magnificent actor, was portraying John
Quincy Adams, who after he left the White
House, served 8 terms in the Congress, and
made the argument before the Supreme Court
in behalf of the people who were turned into
slaves on the ship and brought over here. But
when he was preparing—there’s a great line in
the movie where John Quincy Adams says of
himself—he said, ‘‘There is nothing in life more
pathetic than a former President.’’ [Laughter]
So I got to thinking, I hope that’s not true.
[Laughter]
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